I n 1990, the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) funded a new regional initiative in response to the emerging HIV situation in southern Africa. Implemented by the Canadian Public Health Association (CPHA), the goal of the SAT Programme was to enhance the capacity of nascent community organizations in southern Africa to design and deliver effective HIV prevention and AIDS care, support and treatment activities in the Southern African Development Conference (SADC) region.
For 13 years, CPHA implemented the SAT Programme as a regional initiative and oversaw the operations of the field office located in Harare (Zimbabwe). This initiative was carried out in three phases: SAT I took place between August 1990 and October 1996; SAT II from July 1996 to March 2002; and SAT III from April 2002 to June 2008.
Shortly after its inception, the Programme's initial Director, the late Renée Sabatier, had a vision to strengthen the SAT Programme so it could evolve into a stand-alone non-governmental organization (NGO) to serve communities in the HIV and AIDS context throughout southern Africa. Independent status as a regional entity was considered a necessary condition to ensure long-term sustainability of the SAT Programme's considerable impact and achievements in the region. As well, SAT's evolution opened up the possibility of broadening its funding base from a single donor to multiple donors. Moreover, with the philosophy that communities are best placed to define their own needs and the goal of ensuring sustainability of partner organizations by accessing funding from diverse sources, the SAT Programme saw its transformation to an autonomous organization as a logical step in its own development.
During the initiative's third phase, the Programme's "delivery mechanism" was transformed from a project mode into a regional autonomous African NGO. For the first two years of SAT III, senior management at the SAT Programme's regional office developed in consultation with CPHA and CIDA a framework and action plan for this transformation.
In December 2003, SAT became an independent regional organization, registered as a charitable Trust in Zimbabwe. CPHA remained the Canadian Executing Agency for the CIDA-funded component of SAT which was renamed the Developing Community Competence for HIV and AIDS in Southern Africa Project until mid-2008, the project's completion date. The goal of SAT, the organization, remained unchanged from that of SAT, the programme. Since then, SAT has relocated its regional office to Johannesburg, South Africa, expanded its reach, increased its funding base and embarked on a new multi-year strategic plan.
Organizational reinvention
Few examples exist of this type of organizational reinvention. There are no directly comparable strategies for transition or documentation detailing such a process of transformation to organizational independence. [1] [2] [3] One example of note is the late 1990s evolution of a USAID project in Malawi [Services in Health, Agriculture and Rural Enterprise Development (SHARED)] to become The Development Centre (DevCentre). 4 SHARED was a joint project between World Learning and USAID that chose to shift its capacitybuilding activities entirely to Malawian management to better serve its target populations. In preparation for the transition, SHARED held many informal discussions about options for a new organization. Later, a formal visioning exercise was convened that helped clarify the transformation framework and led to the establishment of a transformation task force.
The author reported that, in hindsight, this transformation process could have benefited from greater attention being paid to two key factors that would have enhanced a smooth and functional transition:
• Explicit definitions and concepts: Establish clearly defined roles, responsibilities and expectations of each task force member, including explicit distinctions between advisory and governance roles.
• Leadership among staff: While staff have technical management capabilities, they also need leadership skills to enable them to undertake an independent institutional direction.
A review published in 2003 about two CIDA-supported projects also provided some insights about organizational transformation: the Pakistan Environment Programme (PEP) and the Philippines Development Assistance Programme (PDAP). 5 The report stressed the need for a strong, cohesive mandate to unite parties and prevent conflict among partners involved in the transition process, the importance of the capacity of the new organization to play a strong and unifying role as a regional entity, the capacity of donors to maintain a common approach and ensure that their individual policies and procedures do not create undue burden for the nascent independent organization, and that the original donor/partner involved with the new organization assume an adaptive approach for withdrawal as the principal contractual partner.
THE TRANSITION EXPERIENCE
Although the SAT Programme's transition from a project to an independent organization did not have clear transition stages, the process can be categorized roughly into four stages.
Stage 1: Pre-transition period (1990-1999)
Initial discussions took place within CPHA, initiated by the SAT Programme's Director in the early stages of SAT I, about the concept and advantages of an independent status for the Programme. In fact, the SAT Programme underwent its first transformation early on. Shortly after its launch, a decision was taken conjointly by CIDA and CPHA to shift the emphasis from a Canadian-led initiative to a project implemented in the field using local knowledge, expertise and experience. As well, CIDA advised CPHA during the SAT Programme's second phase that its support for the initiative through a Canadian entity would cease after the completion of the project's third phase. If there was to be further support to this initiative from the Government of Canada, it would be directly to an African entity.
Stage 2: Planning for transition (2000-2002)
By the end of Phase II, discussions began within CPHA and with CIDA about whether the SAT Programme's specialized expertise could be transferred to an already existing entity or warranted the development of a stand-alone independent organization. All stakeholders saw considerable merit in preserving the accumulated expertise and infrastructure of the SAT Programme beyond its CIDA/CPHA project period.
The proposal for the third phase of SAT submitted to CIDA in 2001 discussed the goal of strengthening the SAT Programme sufficiently to create institutional sustainability, thus allowing for the withdrawal of CPHA and positioning the SAT Programme for engaging new donor organizations. CPHA, the SAT Programme's management team and CIDA agreed that creating an independent entity was desirable and would begin in SAT III as a transition phase to independence. 
LESSONS LEARNED IN TRANSITIONING
The SAT organizational transition to independence took place on four levels:
• The first transition, or aspect of change, was directed to SAT's movement from a project under the management of a Canadian Executing Agency to a regional initiative managed and directed by an independent indigenous organization.
• The second transition involved the move from a single-donor funding base to a harmonized multi-donor funding model through a Joint Financing Arrangement. Each transition process had links to and influenced the evolution of the other. Together, they help to demonstrate the complexity and scale of the transformation process undertaken by SAT. The factors that enabled the transition and those that inhibited the change process for SAT are presented below along with their respective lessons learned.
Transition-enabling factors
Transition from a Regional Project to a Regional Organization • Creating a balance between the visibility of country-level and regional-level actions During its initial years, SAT concentrated its efforts on country-level communities as they were the ones seeking SAT's services, and few regional entities existed. Later, with the emergence of more regional organizations, SAT extended its support to nascent ones that needed capacity strengthening. With support from key stakeholders, SAT increasingly carved a new niche in the advocacy to scale up regional collaboration, informed by community, national, regional and international experiences. • Transitioning takes time Time was one of the most critical factors for SAT's successful transition. Organizational transformation does not happen all at once; it can be a long-term process. It was very helpful that all stakeholders sincerely appreciated that the organization's creation could not be rushed. Planning set a high-level template for change, but as the process unfolded, new issues came forward 'on the fly'. Stakeholders consistently demonstrated patience and respect for the process and for individual points of view in this complex evolution. During some periods of the transition, they provided additional time to support forward planning exercises, which helped to keep the process on track. The creation of a change process blueprint helped ensure that all organizational developmental tasks were clearly delineated.
Lesson learned: To become an independent entity, a project needs to create organizational capacity and credibility, an iterative and complex process that requires time.
• • Vision and strategic directions inform sound decision-making processes Making a clear case for the future organization informs and compels staff and stakeholders to support and drive the organization's change. A common vision and strategy for the transition, including key milestones and a legal framework for the new organization within the NGO context of Zimbabwe, were developed and followed, thus allowing all decisions to be guided by established strategic directions.
Another aspect of this factor was that staff and other stakeholders were involved in decision-making, making it transparent, accountable and effective. As the principal facilitator of the transition process with a high level of responsibility, the Executive Director remained responsive to the need for consensus building among all stakeholders along the way. At times, building that consensus meant reducing the pace of the transition process in order to attain consensus before moving on to the next milestone.
Lesson learned: To become an independent entity, a project needs to create a strategic vision and milestones that will serve as guidelines for effective action and a roadmap for its own transformation.
• 
Challenges in transitioning
SAT's process of transformation to a regional NGO in southern Africa was groundbreaking, but not without considerable challenges and significant obstacles to be overcome.
Transition from a Regional Project to a Regional Organization • Time and effort are needed to develop a regional identity While SAT developed a clear vision and mission defining the organization's particular niche, the development of a clear view of how to put into operation this vision under its new regional identity took more time than anticipated. SAT's regional role is now well articulated. The regional framework has its foundation in the direct link to and is informed by communities and countries up through to the regional level. These links promote south-to-south learning and facilitate evidence-based advocacy for policy influence.
Lesson learned: The regional identity of the emerging organization should be defined and made explicit, ensuring a collective ownership of the identity at all levels of the organization. Furthermore, it is an evolving concept that depends on other stakeholders' views as to the content of the proposed regional agenda.
• Social and political obstacles The challenges of dealing with the transition process during a sustained period of social and political volatility in Zimbabwe cannot be underestimated. Shortly after becoming independent, SAT relocated its regional office from Harare to Johannesburg, South Africa in 2005. This move did not have the benefit of extensive planning as it had to occur relatively quickly. Relocation resulted in a significant number of staff losing their jobs, the consequences of which were a shortage of staff at the new regional secretariat in Johannesburg. This resulted in overburdening the few that were in place, before new staff could be recruited. • Evolving stakeholder roles and responsibilities While all stakeholders agreed with the final objective of the legal incorporation of SAT in Africa, at times poor communication and differing opinions on the process were in danger of derailing it. For example, the handover process from CPHA to SAT as the implementer of the CIDA-funded project took time to negotiate through a Project Management Agreement. Fortunately, these obstacles were overcome and the objective of shifting responsibility for programmatic implementation and accountability to SAT was attained. • Frequent change in organizational leadership In general, a strong guiding individual (transition coordinator or, as in the case of SAT, the Executive Director) or board committee/task force is needed to lead the change forward according to a logical plan. Clear priorities and expectations for each leadership role are required. As well as having the drive and ability to move the transition forward, a transition co-ordinator must have the ability to discuss, learn, listen, share and effectively communicate. An Executive Director who may be designated as the transition coordinator must wear two hats: as a functional executive focusing on day-by-day operations and as the change leader attending to the needs of the overall organization as it transforms itself. The SAT experience showed the benefits of working with a 'strategic team' including donors and other stakeholders to identify and resolve issues at each stage of the process, while the Executive Director position was designated as the lead to ensure that the overall transition remained on track. CONCLUSION SAT, the independent organization, greatly benefited from its 13 years of programmatic experience with CPHA. The transition from project to independence was new to all the parties, and created challenges and required adjustments in thinking and process. However, part of SAT's longstanding culture has been to adapt to shifting circumstances and to seize opportunities for innovative approaches. Its staff believe in the vision and persevered through many considerable challenges to make organizational transformation a reality. As well, SAT was supported during the transition period through the collaborative and mentoring activities of CPHA and CIDA.
Once the SAT Programme consolidated its considerable achievements, it in effect "graduated" from project status to become an independent regional organization and thus able to explore and engage new opportunities for growth and sustainability through other funding sources. As well, with the successful organizational transformation and the transfer of full ownership of the initiative to its "southern partner" (SAT), the "northern partner" (CPHA) worked itself out of a job. In international development parlance, this has been a very successful and productive partnership.
With SAT's increasing recognition as a regional organization, the opportunities for further collaboration, partnership and evolution are increasing. SAT has a wealth of learning from its multiple partnerships over the years. By sharing this organizational knowledge and leveraging its expertise further to build community competence, SAT will continue to make a major contribution in mitigating the impact of HIV and AIDS. 
